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SPECIFICATION 



To all whom it may concern: 



Be It Known, That I, WILFRIED E. Y. DEJAEGER, of Brussels, Belgium, have 
invented certain new and useful improvements in COMMUNICATION METHOD, of 
which I declare the following to be a fiill, clear and exact description: 



COMMUNICATION METHOD 

The invention concerns an approach usable by a central 
computer server for communicating with multiple devices of 
different types. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

In the economically developed countries, it is common for 
people to execute transactions by computer, frequently without the 
involvement of another person. For example, one can order 
merchandise by computer, transfer bank funds, examine account data 
for one's credit card, and so on. 

i However, in undertaking these transactions, one quickly 

S realizes that different transactions, undertaken with different 
organizations, require one to deal with different computer 

JL interfaces. Further, even for a given type of transaction, 
undertaken with a single organization, the type of computer 

^ interface can be drastically different, depending on the 

O communication medium utilized. 

For example, purchasing shares of corporate stock from a 
broker can be done over the Internet, using a computer. The same 
purchase can be undertaken by telephone, wherein the purchaser 
identifies the purchases to be made using DTMF (Dual-Tone Multi- 
Frequency) signals issued by key-presses on the telephone. Two 
different interfaces are used for the same transaction. 

Further, those interfaces can be expected to change, as time 
progresses. 
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Therefore, the proliferation of different computer interfaces, 
together with the fact that these different interfaces will change 
over time, are seen as inefficiencies in an economic system where 
efficiency should be a primary goal. Because of the proliferation, 
people are required to spend time learning a vast array of 
different interfaces, in order to interact with other parties in 
commercial transactions. 

OBJECTS OF THE INVENTION 

An object of the invention is to provide an improved system 
for executing transactions by computer. 

A further object of the invention is to provide a system 
wherein a common interface is made available to all customers, as 
an overlay to an existing interface. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

In one form of the invention, all options available to a 
customer are presented in groups of a predetermined size, such as 
three. The options are presented in spoken form, as well as in 
textual form. The dual presentation accommodates different 
communication media. 

For example, if a customer is communicating through a device 
which supports both visual and audio transmission, then the 
customer will receive both forms of the options. If not, as, for 
example, if the customer is communicating by telephone, the 
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customer will receive only the audio part. 

Each option is assigned a number. The customer selects an 
option through the number, as by speaking it, pressing its 
counterpart on a keypad, or otherwise indicating the number. The 
process is repeated in this manner, until the transaction 
terminates . 

An additional benefit to this approach is that it can be 
overlaid onto existing interfaces. For example, a standard "web 
page" can offer this type of interface as an option. With the 
overlay, customers can acclimate themselves to the new approach as 
often, or as seldom, as they choose. 

It is expected that, once this protocol becomes standardized, 
people will feel comfortable undertaking a given transaction by 
telephone, by computer, by video conference, or by any other means 
of communication. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 illustrates three devices 6, 18, and 21 which 
communicate with a server 12. 

Figure 2 is a flow chart illustrating procedures undertaken 
by one form of the invention. 

Figures 3 and 4 illustrate visual presentation of options, in 
groups of three. 

Figure 5 illustrates a tree structure, wherein each option 
allows selection of three succeeding options. 
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Figure 6 illustrates one form of the invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

Figure 1 illustrates three devices: a telephone 3, a computer 
6, and a Personal Digital Assistant 9, such as the product marketed 
as the Palm Pilot by 3Comm Corporation. These three devices are 
illustrative, without limitation, of the multitude of devices 
available to customers for communication with a computer server 12. 

The devices share the common feature that they can all present 
human-understandable information to a user. For example, some 
devices can present the human-understandable information as visual 
text: the computer 6 can present text on its display 15, as can the 
PDA 9, on its display 18. Other devices can present the human- 
understandable information in audible form. For example, the 
telephone can present the human-understandable information in 
spoken form, through its handset 21. 

Some devices, such as computer 6, if equipped with "multi- 
media" accessories, can present the human-understandable 
information in both visual and audible format. 

A major difference between (1) the presentation of the human- 
understandable information in visual form on the displays 15 and 
18, and (2) the presentation in audible form is the persistence of 
the information. The former stays resident on the screen 15 or 18, 
until it is removed. Thus, in the former case, numerous options 
can be displayed on the screen. The person can examine one option. 
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then look to another option, and then return to the first. Since 
the person need not remember the options, a vast array of options 
can be presented. 

However, when the human- language information is presented in 
audible format, the array of options must be limited, because the 
person listening must remember them, in order to make a decision. 

Consequently, under the invention, when options are presented 
to a person, a limited number are presented in both cases, for 
consistency. The number is preferably "small," such an integral 
number ranging from two to ten. Three options is a preferred 
number . 

Further, this limited number of options is presented in the 
format (audible or visual) suitable to the communication medium 
used. An example will illustrate. 

Assume that a person wishes to order a pizza. If the person 
calls a pizza restaurant by telephone, the procedure illustrated 
in Figure 2 is followed. After the person dials the restaurant's 
number, the person connects with the restaurant's computer server. 
As indicated in block 100, the server issues an audible message 
stating, "To order a pizza, press 1. To order hot sandwiches, 
press 2. To order cold sandwiches, press 3." The customer makes 
a choice, and presses the appropriate key, as indicated in block 
105. 

Assume that the customer pressed key 1, thereby selecting a 
pizza. As block 110 indicates, the server then issues a second set 
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of options, which may be "To order a small pizza, press 1, To 
order a medium pizza, press 2. To order a large pizza, press 

The customer responds as indicated by block 115. This 
procedure continues until the pizza restaurant obtains sufficient 
information to prepare the order, at which time the customer 
disconnects from the server. 

If the customer, using a computer, connected to the 
restaurant's web site on the Internet, the customer would be 
presented with the display 200 shown in Figure 3. That web site 
would present the same options as in Figure 2 , and in the same 
order, but visually. First, display 200 in Figure 3 would present 
the options 1, 2, and 3, which are, respectively: "To order a 
pizza, press 1. To order hot sandwiches, press 2. To order cold 
sandwiches, press 3." 

The customer would select an option, by using .the displayed 
keypad 210, or by using the keyboard 22 0 shown in Figure 1. Then 
the display 23 0 of Figure 4 would be displayed, which presents the 
options 4, 5, and 6, which are, respectively, "To order a small 
pizza, press 1. To order a medium pizza, press 2. To order a 
large pizza, press 3." 

In both cases, telephone and computer, the same flow chart of 
options is presented, and the same mode of selection is exercised 
by the customer. Figure 5 illustrates an exemplary flow chart. 
Row 3 00 indicates the first set of three options. If the customer 
has called on a telephone, the customer selects one of the three 

6 
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options using a key-press. If the custoiaer has contacted a web 
site using a computer, the customer selects one of the options by 
either using a numerical key on the customer's keyboard, or moving 
a mouse-pointer on the display, to select the option. In the 
latter case, the mouse pointer selects a number, displayed 
visually, on the display, as in Figure 3. 

The process continues in Figure 5, as the customer advances 
through the flow chart. 

Each option in the flow chart represents a branch point. In 
Figure 5, each branch point is connected to three branches. Thus, 
if the pattern of Figure 5 were continued, the following numbers 
of options would be present: three in level 3 00, nine in level 
305, 27 in level 310, 81 in the next level, 243 in the next level, 
and continuing such that succeeding levels contain (3 raised to the 
power n) options, wherein n represents the nth level. 

Therefore, in one form of the invention, an organization (the 
pizza restaurant in this simplified example) offers two types of 
interface to customers: an audio interface, and a video interface. 
The customer makes a de facto selection of interface type by 
selecting the communication medium used to contact the 
organization . 

The organization presents the same pattern of options through 
both interfaces. The pattern follows a flow chart, of the type 
shown in Figure 5. In the pattern, a small group of options is 
presented, such as three, each time. The group is "small," so that 
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the average person can remember them, in order to decide among 
them. Selection of an option leads to presentation of another 
group of options, and so on, until the transaction completes. 

One advantage of the invention is that the video display is 
perhaps more convenient to deal with. But familiarity with the 
video display leads immediately to familiarity with the audio 
display. That is, if a person practices using the video display, 
the person will automatically become familiar with the audio 
display. 

Specifically, if a person practices ordering corporate stock 
from a broker using the video display, for example, that person 
will automatically become familiar with ordering stock by 
telephone. 

Additional Considerations 

1. At each level in the flow chart, such as in row 3 00 in 
Figure 5, the customer can be presented two additional options. 
However, these options are standardized navigation options, and, 
once a customer has heard them once or twice, the customer is 
required to undertake no further mental processing to deal with 
them. Thus, these options do not distract the customer from the 
task of selecting the other options. 

These navigational options allow the customer to (1) repeat 
the three options just presented and (2) move around in the flow 
chart of Figure 5. As to the latter, at any level, the customer 

8 
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is given the option of moving to a previous level . 

For example, continuing the pizza restaurant example, the 
following options may be presented to the customer: "To order a 
small pizza, press !• To order a medium pizza, press 2. To order 
a large pizza, press 3. To repeat these options, press 4. To move 
back one level, press 5. To move ahead one level, press 6," The 
term "level" refers to the rows, or ranks, of options, such as row 
3 00 in Figure 5. 

2. If a customer is allowed to navigate through the flow 
chart, several alternate approaches are possible. One is that, at 
the first level, the option of moving back one level is not 
presented, because that would be impossible. Alternately, the 
customer is informed that the customer resides at the first level, 
and cannot move back. 

Another is that a customer is not allowed to move forward, 
unless the customer has been to the destination level already. 
That is, a customer must have chosen to move backward, prior to 
moving forward, in order to move forward at all. 

For example, if a customer moves from level 4 to 5, and then 
returns to 4, the customer is allowed to move to level 5. But if 
a customer merely arrives at level 3, the customer is not allowed 
to move to level 5. One reason is to prevent confusion to the 
customer. A preceding level will be conceptually related to a 
succeeding level in informational content. In the pizza restaurant 
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analogy, if level 1 asks the type of food the customer wishes to 
order (pizza, hot sandwiches, cold sandwiches) , it would make no 
sense to allow the customer to jump to a level which presents 
options based on the presumption that the customer had ordered a 
specific type of hot sandwich. Such options would be, for example, 
asking the customer whether ketchup, mustard and pickles are 
desired. Those options may be appropriate for a particular 
sandwich, but not a pizza. 

3 . It may not make sense to present the navigational option 
of repeating the currently presented options, when the customer 
utilizes a computer. That is, the currently available options are 
presently displayed on the customer's computer display. There is 
no need to repeat them. However, for consistency with the audio 
interface, where such a permanent display is absent, the option of 
repeating the currently displayed options is made available. 

4. Figure 6 illustrates a building 400, containing a computer 
server 405. One or more communication channels 420 are used. The 
server 405 contains programming and communication hardware, 
generally indicated as 415, which perform the tasks discussed 
herein. Specifically, the same server 405 acts as a web site on 
the Internet, and also acts as a call center, which presents audio 
options in the manner described above. Equipment, represented by 
block 415, is commercially available to provide the functionality 

10 
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of a call center. 

Alternately, two systems may be used, A web site may be 
maintained, as by contracting with an Internet Service Provider. 
In this case, the physical server which maintains the web pages is 
not located at the site of the organization undertaking 
communication with the customers, such as the exemplary pizza 
restaurant. 

The second system is the call center, which receives telephone 
calls and presents options to the callers, and which preferably 

S 

=0 resides at the site of the exemplary restaurant. 

.£ Again, both systems present the same flow chart of 

Q information. One presents the information visually, and the other 

presents the information audibly. A third system can be provided, 
''L which presents both visual and audible information. The latter 

systems are known in the art. 

•.V - 

O 5. A primary focus of the invention is to handle 

communications with the general public. 

6. As stated above, both forms of presentation, audible and 
visual, follow the same flow chart. However, it should not be 
assumed that the navigation through the flow chart will be the same 
by all customers. Different customers will, of course, take 
different paths through the different flow charts. 
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Numerous substitutions and modifications can be undertaken 
without departing from the true spirit and scope of the invention. 
What is desired to be secured by Letters Patent is the invention 
as defined in the following claims. 
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